It was interesting to note their choice of material and their method of work. Some children preferred the wooden insets, some the metal, while others would select the frames and trace the enclosed outline of the geometrical figure. Some designed on the blackboard and then reproduced the drawing on paper, while others used paper exclusively.
The youngest children, those who had never been in school before, early evinced a tendency toward ambidexterity. Their fingers were unaccustomed to the use of the pencil. They were unrestricted in their use of the insets, and to trace the form in the easiest manner they changed the pencil from one hand to the other. In the filling-in process, when the fingers became cramped by continued movement, they again changed the pencil to relieve the cramped position. They were thus learning to control the muscles of both hands. In the act of writing which followed these preliminary exercises, four of the children could use either hand with equal facility without making any variation in the form or size of the letter. A little boy not five years of age found that he could make the figure one simultaneously with both hands. He then tried to make the figure four. This required a greater mental effort to prevent the lines from diverging to right and left instead of moving in one direction, but after a moment's hesitation he wrote the figure slowly and accurately. In a short time he could make other figures in the same manner, and also a number of the letters. This ambidexterity existed only during the formative period. When the act of writing became an established habit, those who had been using both hands gradually learned to use the one to which they were more accustomed. Through this formal sense training the child's power of observation, compari- Dandelions, sun-flowers, pansies, buttercups, clovers, and other flowers were drawn from the imagination, the choice of insets being the circle, oval, ellipse, quatrefoil, and spherical triangle. This step in development was followed by mechanical drawing. Coloring was discarded for a time and accuracy of form and position was observed. Visual perception had grown so keen that often the slightest discrepancy in line or angle could be detected. Many of the designs were complex in form, but the child with deft fingers could trace his work from the beginning. Designs for wall paper, oil-cloth, and carpet were next conceived. A child of seven filled an entire sheet of drawing paper by alternating the medium and small circles. The design was finished in light and dark brown on a background of green.
Inspired by this conception, the other children reproduced patterns they had observed on the walls or floors of their homes or supplemented the material by the imagination. The first attempt to use other material than the insets was made by a child whose brother had taught her to use a compass. She drew a design of concentric circles, coloring them alternately yellow and light blue.
Within a short time ten other children had learned to use the instrument, and were also observing circular forms in their surroundings and applying their ideas. One child drew the face of a clock, another a circular picture frame, while a third reproduced a drawing from the panel of a door. The ease and accuracy with which these small children manipulated the compass was astonishing, as were also the designs they conceived.
The work of the first few months had been mechanical, the various drawings being accomplished with the insets or compass. The children, however, had gained a practical knowledge of form, size, and dimension and had also developed their powers of observation to such extent that free hand drawing when first attempted was as successful as their previous work. The first drawing of this kind was made in the early spring upon observation of flowers from a large magnolia tree. A child brought a bunch of these flowers and several children expressed a desire to draw them. One studied the shape of the petals and selected the ellipse; another the oval, while a third child used the spherical triangle, and being dissatisfied with the result erased the flower and drew it free hand. There was no disparity in the size, the child represented truly what she had seen, and when the drawing was reproduced on paper the proportion was again correct. As the children realized their ability thus to give expression to the beauties of nature, their interest in free hand drawing became unbounded. They began to gather different kinds of flowers and to study their forms and colors, also to express a desire for information upon plant life. The school room became fragrant with the scent of jonquils, pansies, narcissus, cherry blossoms, violets, and other flowers gathered by the children, from which they selected models according to individual taste.
The natural position of the flowers and their comparative size were a notable feature of the drawings as was also the reproduction of the coloring. The children had never been formally taught the blending of two colors to form a third, but they discovered the possibility themselves in the attempt to reproduce the colors of nature.
Two weeks before the close of school, a child who had brought a box of paints finished an iris in water color. This soon aroused the emulation of the others.
The knowledge they had gained of color combination by the use of the crayons was now applied in the mixing of the paints. A child who had painted a shrub was asked what combination she used. "Oh," she replied, "I used crimson and purple and orange and added a touch of brown." One day at recess period a group of four children stretched themselves upon the grass in front of a flower bed. Each child selected a flower, drew it and then colored it.
Thus the first out-of-door nature class was formed by the children unaided by any suggestion from the teacher. The importance of the drawings lies in the fact that they were developed without instruction. The spirit of emulation which aroused the inventive nature of the child also indicated his power for observation. As he was unrestricted in the application of his ideas, he made wonderful progress. The question arises, is there a possibility of a new era in artistic development as well as in general education through the application of the Montessori principles? Signora Montessori believes in the development of the child through liberty and activity by placing within his environment such material as may promote his welfare and advancement, and it is undoubtedly through the application of these principles that the children spoken of in this article have developed their drawings with the geometrical insets.
